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What GAO Found

States reported that there haye been a number of changes to, as well ag
Improvements in, reading instruction since the implementation of Reading
First. These included an increased emphasis on the five key Components of
reading (awareness of individua] sounds, phonics, Vocabulary development,
reading fluency, and reading Comprehensionf), assessments, and professional
development with more classroom time being devoted to reading activities,
However, according to publishers we interviewed, there have been limited
changes to instructiona] material, Simi]arly, States report that few changes
occurred with regard to theijr approved reading lists.

States awarded Reading First sub-grants using a variety of different
eligibility and award criteria, and some states feported difficulties with
i.nu)lementing key aspects of the program. After applying federa] and state
eligibility and award criteria, Education reported that over 3,400 districts
were eligible to apply for sub-grants in the states’ first schoo] year of
funding. Of these districts, nearly 2, 100 applied for and hearly 1,200 districts
received Reading First funding. (See figure for bercentages.)

Education officials made a variety of resources available to states during the
application and implemenmtion brocesses, and states were generally
satisfied with the guidance and assistance they received. However,
Education developed no written policies and procedyres to guide Education
officials and contractors in their interactions with state officials and guard
against officialg mandating or directing states’ decisions aboyt reading

programs or assessments. Similarly, the 1G reported in September 2006 that
the Department intervened to influence a state’s and severg] school districts’
selection of reading programs, In addition, whije Education officials laid oyt
an ambitious plan for annual monitoring of every state's implementation,
they did not develop written pProcedures guiding monitoring visits and, as g
result, states did hot always understand Monitoring brocedures, timelines,
and expectations for taking corrective actions.

Percentages of Eligible, Applicant and Awarded Districts Nationwide During States’ First
School Year of Funding

™ Eligible Reading First Districts (202, of
all districts nationwide)

Eligible that applied for Reading Firgt sub-grants
{12% of all districts nationwide) L 4

Eligible Districtg awarded Reading First sub-grants
(7% of all districts nationwide)

Source: GAD analysis based on Uus. Department of Education data.
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The Reading First program, signed into law in 2002 as part of the No Child
Left Behind Act (NCLBA), was designed based on reading research to help
children in kindergarten through third grade develop stronger reading

year grants to states, States, in turn, have awarded sub-grants to school
districts to establish reading programs. These sub-grants are targeted to

to districts and schools with large numbers of low-income students.
However, in awarding sub-grants, states do have some discretion to
establish priorities, such as giving priority to districts that demonstrated
leadership and commitment to improving reading.

direct state and local decisions on reading curriculus. In particular,
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required prospective Reading First districts to choose their reading
program from g State-approved ljst. In contrast, other states have opted to

However, NCLBA and various other statutory provisions place limits on
what Education officials can require states, districts, and schools to do.
For example, under N CLBA, Education officials are not authorized to
mandate, direct, or control state, school district or schoo] curriculum or
brogram of instruction, ! In other words, these brovisions are intended to
preserve state and locg] control over key aspects of the public school

about Education’s interactions with State and local grantees regarding
reading programsg and assessments, Specifically, several groups
representing reading programsg filed complaints with Education’s

MNM«MMMM
'20US.C. § 7907

‘Us. Department of Education Inspector General, The Reading Fiyst Program’s Grang
Application Process: Final Inspection Report ( Washington D.c.. September 2006),
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school districts’ selection of reading programs, actions that call into
question whether program officials violated statutory prohibitions against
directing or controlling state and loca) curricular decisjons. The IG made
a number of related recommendations, including that the Department
should (1) develop internal management policies and procedures to ensure
that programs are managed in compliance with applicable laws and
regulations, (2) review the management and staff structure of the Reading
First program office, and (3) develop guidance for program officials on
statutory prohibitions on int.ervening In state and local curricular
decisions. The Secretary of Education concurred with all of the report's
recommendations.* In their written comments to the IG report, Education
officials detailed humerous action steps they planned to undertake in
response to the report’s findings and recommendations, including the
appointment of new internal leadership for the Reading First program,®
the development of annual training on interna] controls, and the drafting
of a memorandum for all program managers regarding the importance of
impartial job performance.

1. What changes have occurred to reading instruction since the inception
of Reading First?

¥ Section 103(b) of the Department of Education Organizing Act (DEOA) states that “No
provision of a brogram administered by the Secretary or by any other officer of the
Department shall be construed to authorize the Secretary or any such officer to exercise
any direction, supervision, or control over the curriculum, brogram of instruction,
administration, Or personnel of any educational mstitution, school or school system....over
the selection or content of.. -textbooks, or other instructional materials by any educational
institution or school system, except to the extent authorized by law.” 20 US.C. § 3403(b).

*The Office of Management and Budget, in its Circular A-50, requires federal agencies to
establish audit follow-up systems that ensure that audit findings and recommendations are
addressed. Under Circular A-50, audit follow-up is a shared responsibility of agency
Mmanagement and the auditors, b4

* The Reading First Program Director resigned following publication of the Final Inspection
Report.
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districts, and what, if any, difficulty did states face in implementing the
program?

3. What guidance, assistance, and oversight did Education provide states
related to the Reading First program?

documentation. We also conducted semi-structured follow-up interviews
with Reading First Directors in 12 states and conducted site visits to 4 of
the 12 states. During the site Visits, we met with state and district officials,

received guidance from Educatjon officials advocating for or against

hare in this report, We also interviewed administrators from each of the
three regional Reading First Technica) Assistance Centersg (TAC), officials
from RMC Research—which provided technica] assistance to states during
the application Process and oversaw the TACs, and the American
Institutes for Research (AIR)—the contractor responsible for conducting
monitoring visits in each state. In addition, we interviewed several
publishers and other providers of reading curricula and assessments, as
well as Reading First officials and attorneys at Education. We also
reviewed state grant files, monitoring reports, and related correspondence
for the 12 states where we conducted follow-up interviews, as well as
legislation and guidance related to Reading First. We also interviewed
Education officials about the implementation of the Reading First
Program. Finally, we reviewed Education’s study “Reading First
Implementation Evaluation: Interim Report” to identify information
collected at the district and schoo) level that related to the findings from
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Results in Brief

First, especially in the way that teachers use data from these assessments
to better inform reading instruction, Al] states reported improvement in
professional development with more than 80 percent of states reporting
that professional development for reading teachers Improved greatly or
very greatly. Further, over 75 percent of states reported great or very great
increases in the frequency of and resources devoted to teacher

States awarded Reading First sub-grants to districts using a variety of
different eligibility and award criteria, and some states reported
difficulties with implementing key aspects of the program. States varied in
how they defined and established eligibility and award criteria as
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difficult or very difficult to help districts with reading scores that had not
improved sufficiently. Furthermore, 17 states reported that it wag either
difficult or very difficult to assess how districts applied scientiﬁcally-based

Education officials made a variety of resources available to states during
the application and implementation Process, including written guidance
and criteria, workshops, conferences, dedicated contractors and regional
technica] assistance centers, as well as written feedback from both the
application review panel and annyg] monitoring visits, States were
generally satisfied with the varioyg forms of Reading First guidance and
assistance they received, byt Education failed to establish controlg to

Education officials or contractors in providing Reading First guidance and
assistance to States. Responses from severg] state officials Suggest that
Education officials may have violated the statutory prohibition against
Mmandating or directing loca) curricular decisiong by effectively endorsing

receiving suggestions that they eliminate specific programs or
assessments, and officials from 4 states reported receiving Suggestions to
adopt specific brograms or assessments. Five States also reported
receiving recommendations from Reading First officialg to change some of
their broposed professional development Providers. In addition, while
Education officials laid out an ambitious plap for annually monitoring
every state’s implementation, Education diq hot develop transparent
pProcedures to guide its monitoring visitg and, as g result, states did not
always understand monitoring Procedures, timelines, ang expectations.
For example, officialsg from one state said they were unaware of
Education’s €Xpectation that states respond to monitoring findings, and
officials from another state told us that Education officials never
responded to the Justification they submitteq in response to Specific
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Background

e

We are making two Tecommendations to Education, First, in addition to
addressing the IG's recommendations to develop internal (1) policies and
Procedures to guide Program managers on when to solicit advice from
General Counse] and (2) guidance on the prohibitions imposed by section
103(b) of the Department of Education Organizing Act (DEOA), we

Reading First, which was enacted as part of N CLBA, aims to assist states
and local school districts in establishing reading programs for students in

First provides funds and technical assistance to states and school districts
to implement brograms supported by scientifically-based reading research

accepted by a peer-reviewed Jjournal or approved by a panel of
independent experts. Further, NCLBA requires states to adopt reading
brograms that contain the five essential components of reading-- (1)
phonemic awareness; (2) phonics; 3) vocabulary development;

Page 7 GAO0-07-161 Reading First



(4) reading fluency, including oral reading skills; and (5) reading
comprehension strategies *

While Education has responsibility for overseeing the Reading First

program and states implementation and compliance with statutory and

instruction, the selection of textbooks or bersonnel, of any school or
school system.®

Every state could apply for Reading First funds, and stategs were required
to submit a state plan for approval that demonstrates how they wil] ensure
that Statutory requirements will be met by districts. Education, working in

SBRR, valid and reliable’ reading assessments, and professional
development brograms for K-3" grade teachers based on SBRR. The law
does not call for Education to approve or disapprove particular reading

"20U.8.C. § 7907
*20US.C. § 3403
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programs or curricula identified in state plans. When appropriate, the peer
review panel was to also recommend clarifications or identify changes it
deemed necessary to improve the likelihood of a State plan’s success.
NCLBA requires that Education approve each state’s application only if it
meets the requirements set forth in the Jaw.

Reading First allows states to reserve up to 20 percent of their funds for
professional development; technical assistance; and planning,
administrative, and reporting activities." For example, states can uge their
funds to develop and implement a professional development program to
prepare K-3rd teachers in all essential components of reading instruction.
One model for supporting teachers’ reading instruction involves hiring a

Reading Coach who works with teachers to implement reading activities
aligned with SBRR. Almost all states require Reading First schools to have

States that recejve Reading First grants are required to conduct g
competitive sub-grant brocess for eligible schoo] districts and must
distribute at least 80 percent of the federa] Reading First grants they
receive to districts. N CLBA and Education guidance provides states with

Jurisdiction over an empowerment zone or enterprise community," (2)
have a significant number or percentage of schoolg identified as in need of
improvement, “or (3) are among the districts in the state that have the
highest number or percentages of children counted as poor and school-

e
" From this 20 percent, states may spend up to 65 percent on professional development, up
to 25 percent for technical assistance for districts and schools, and up to 10 percent for
planning, administration, and reporting activities,

U Empowerment Zones and enterprise zones are defined in 26 .S C. § 1392. Both are local

areas of high poverty that meet certain eligibility requirements to recejve specified forms of
aid or regulatory flexibility.

2 Under NCLBA, each state Creates its own content standards, academic achievement
tests, and proficiency levels. States are required to test aj] children fpr reading and
mathematics achievement annually in grades 3-8 to determine whether schools are making
adequate yearly progress (AYP). Districts must identify as g school in need of improvement
any school that has not made AYP for 2 consecutive years,
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aged for the purposes of Title LY NCLBA establishes priorities that states
must consider when awarding a Reading First sub-grant, while also

requires that the state sub-grant process give priority to districts with at
least 15 percent of students or 6,500 children from families with incomes
below the poverty line, but states also have some flexibility to establish
additional priorities, such as a demonstrated commitment to improving
reading achievement. The sub-grant process along with the criteria at each
stage is summarized in figure 1.

e e
" Title [ of Elementary and Secondary Education Act, as amended and reauthorized by
NCLBA, authorizes federal funds to help elementary and secondary schools establish and
maintain programs that will improve the educational opportunities of economically
disadvantaged children, Title I is the largest federa] brogram supporting education in
kindergarten through 12th grade,
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Figure 1: The Process for Awarding State Sub-grants to Sc

hool Districts

Ftates submit application to Education to receive Reading First (RF) Funding

e T~
S

| States receive Reading First grant from Education

States determine what districts are eligibie to apply to the state for Reading
First sub-grants

e
Districts submit applications
to state sub-grant
competition

States notify eligible

districts of sub-grant

competition
e,

e
Eligibility criteria for RF based on:
low reading performance of K-3rd grade students

and
¢ an empowerment zone or enterprise community

or

« significant number or percentage of schools in need
of improvement

or

* highest number or percentage of children who are
counted under Title {, Part A

'

State review competitive sub-grants applications

States award sub-grants
to eligible districts for
established period of
time set by state

States assess the progress

of participating districts in
improving reading achievement
and implementing program as
outlined in sub-grant
application

4

States approve or renew
award to districts

Award Criteria tor RF:
States required to give priority to eligible districts
that have at least 15% or 6,500 of their students
from famities below the poverty line

States deny award
or discontinue award
and drop districts
from the program

Districts opt out
of the program

Legend: wusus When states renew districts’ sub-grants, states continue to monitor
the districts’ progress in improving reading achievement,

Source: GAQ analysis based on U.S. Department of Education guidance.

Districts are required to use their sub-grant funds to carry out certain

. activities identified in N CLBA. For example, districts must use these funds
to select and implement reading programs bhased on SBRR that include the
essential components of reading instruction, to select and implement
diagnostic reading assessment tools, and to provide professional
development opportunities for teachers, Additionally, districts are
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required to submit mid-point progress report to Education at the end of
the third year of the grant period. These mid-point progress reports are

subject to review by the same expert peer review banel that evaluated

outside Education for a rigorous and scientifically-valid, 5-year, national
evaluation of the program, with a fina] report scheduled to be issued in
2007,

Center for Reading First Technical Assistance and itg three regional
subsidiaries: the Eastern Regional Reading First Technical Assistance
Center ( ERRF‘TAC) in Tallahassee, Florida; the Central Regional Reading

and their employees, as wel] as weekly coordination among the TACs, and
regular training seminars, Operated out of universities recognized by
Education officials for their expertise in SBRR and related areas, the
centers began operations in 2003 and are responsible for providing an
array of technicaj assistance activities to States, including national and
regional conferences, training and professional development, products and
Mmaterials, and liaisong to national reading experts, Education officials also
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contracted with Learning Point Associates to provide technical assistance
to states as they launched their sub-grant competitions.

Once Reading First sub-grants had been awarded to local districts,
Education contracted with the American Institutes for Research (AIR), a
behavioral and social science research organization, to conduct annual
monitoring visits to each state. These visits incorporate sessions with state

each monitoring visit, AIR representatives submit g report, including any
findings of non-compliance, to Reading First officials. Reading First
officials are to forward these reports to the cognizant state officials,

States Rep orted States reporteci Fhat, th(—?re l(mve beén a r}umber qf changes an‘d .
mprovements™ in reading instruction since the implementation of Reading
Changes as Well as First. There has been an increased emphasis on the five key components
. 3 18 . H i
Improvem ents in of reading, assessments, and professional development with more

. . classroom time being devoted to reading activities, However, according to
Readmg IIISH'LICUOH publishers we interviewed, there have been limited changes to
Sinc e the IHCQDtiOH of instructional material. Similarly, many states that approved reading

. . brograms for districts to choose from report few changes to their lists of
Readmg First approved programs.

—
1 Education has contracted with an independent research firm to conduct a 5-year,
quantitative evaluation of the Reading First program, evaluating the effect of Reading First
activities on improving reading instruction. In addition, in theijr annual reports and mid-

" The tive key components of reading include (1) phonemic awareness; (2) phonics; (3)
vocabulary development; (4) reading fluency, including oral reading skills; and (5) reading
comprehension strategies.
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States Reported That
Reading Instruction
Changed or Improved
Following the
Implementation of
Changes under Reading
First

In responding to our survey, 69 percent of ajj states reported great or very
great improvement in reading instructjon since inception of Reading First.
One area in which states” reported a change that may have contributed to
improvement of reading was the degree to which classroom instruction
explicitly incorporated the five key components. In our survey, at least 39
states reported that Reading First schools had Incorporated each of the

improvement. Several district officials we met with told us they were
including a protected, uninterrupted block of time for reading instruction
of 90 minutes or Inore per day-—which the department’s Guidance for the
Reading First Program lists as a key element of an effective reading

States officials reported improvement in reading instruction resulting from
the use of assessments." In responding to our survey, one state officia)
said, “One of the strengths of the Reading First bprogram has been ijtg
strong adherence to SBRR and to the use of valid and reliable assessments
in guiding instruction and program evaluation.” A number of state and

local officials we interviewed reported that the use of assessments

1 Education’s “Reading First Implementation Evaluation: Interim Report.”

¥ The types of assessments are screening, diagnostic, and brogress monitoring. See
appendix I for more complete descriptions of each.
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instructional practices, techniques, and strategies.” Also, according to
Education’s Interim Report, researchers estimated that 83 percent of
Reading First teachers cited assessment results essentia] to organizing
instructional groups, 85 percent cited the results essential to determining
progress on skills, and 75 percent cited the results essential to identifying
students who need reading intervention,

officials told us that having a more uniform and Systematic assessment
was beneficial, because, for instance, it allowed the officials to track and
Compare reading scores more easily.

very greatly in each of five key instructional areas. Further, a considerable
majority of states reported great or Very great increases in the frequency of
professional development and the resources devoted to it, 45 and 39,
respectively. One state reported, “The provision of funding to be used to
support statewide professional development efforts for K-3 reading has
been an important aspect of the program.” The Interim Report on the
Reading First brogram highlights that a vast majority of Reading First
teachers had received training on the five key components of reading. In
our site-visits, district officials confirmed that, for the most part, teachers
in their Reading First classrooms had received training, However, in
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Instructional areg

E:] Very great improvement
Great improvement

Source: GAO analysis.

Professiona] development was provided by g variety of federal, state, and
private sources, Staff from the TACs and officials from at least one state
reported providing professiona] development to districts Ccustomized to

the individual district’s needs and perceived future needs, Education’s

implementatjon of Reading First, districts demand much more training.
Speciﬁcally, according to some of the publishers and TAC staff we spoke
with, districts have been interested in more in-depth workshops on
particular topics such as teaching techniques and using and interpreting
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Finally, another aspect of professional development pertinent to Reading
First is the presence of a Reading Coach. State and district officials
reported that Reading Coaches receive training that better enables them to
assist schools. Education’s Interim Report found that each Reading Coach
worked with an average of 1.2 schools and with 21 teachers to help
implement activities aligned with SBRR.

Publishers Reported
Making Few Changes to
Reading Programs, and
States Reported Adopting
a Variety of Approaches to
Select Reading Programs

Three of the four major publishers of reading programs we spoke with
reported that they had not made significant changes to the content of their
reading programs as a result of Reading First. Two publishers stated that
they made minor changes to their reading materials to make more explicit
how the content of the existing programs align with the five components
emphasized in Readin g First. Two of them reported that they made
changes to their programs based on the National Reading Panel’s findings,
which was prior to the enactment of Reading First. For exarple,
representatives of one company stated that they launched a new reading
program based on the findings of the National Reading Panel that takes
into account the requirements of Reading First. Despite limited changes to
the actual instructional material, all the publishers noted a greater
emphasis on assessing the efficacy of their reading programs as a result of
Reading First. In an effort to measure the effectiveness of their programs,
the publishers reported devoting more effort to research and to evaluate
how effective their reading programs were at raising reading assessment
scores.

States followed two main a bproaches in selecting reading programs for
districts —22 identified a state-approved list of programs for districts to
select, while the other 29 did not have a state-approved list, thereby
requiring districts in those states to self-select reading programs and
determine, with some state oversight and subject to state approval,
whether they satisfy the requirements of SBRR. Of the 22 states with
approved lists, reading program publishers most frequently represented on
the lists were Houghton Mifflin, McGraw-Hill, and Harcourt (see table 1).
At the school level, Education found inits Interim Report that these three
reading program publishers were also the most frequently used, estimating
that between 11 and 23 percent of schools used programs from one of
them.
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Table 1: Reading Program Publishers Most Frequently Represented on States’

Approved Lists

Publisher name o Number of states
"Houghton Miffiin® e —
WCGraw-Hill-Education” 21 I —
?Ex?court“wm_- 1
“Pearson® 5T
MMMM

_éuccess for All Forj;)—dation “Success for All" 11

Source: GAQ analysis,

‘Because some states listed publisher (parent company) names instead of reading program names,
our analysis will only reflect overall totals based on publisher names. “The Nation’s Choice,” a
pragram published by Houghton Mifflin, would be included in this category.

‘McGraw-Hill Education includes SRA-"Open Court,” SRA-"Reading Mastery,” and “MacMiflan
McGraw-Hill Reading.”

‘Harcourt, inc. publishing includes “Trophies.”

‘Pearson Scott Foresman includes “Scott Foresman Reading,” ‘Longman ESL,” and “Scott Foresman
Reading Street.”

Additionally, of the 22 states that identified a list of approved core reading
programs" for Reading First, 8 already had a list of approved core reading
programs for adoption by all schools in their state prior to Reading First.
Only two of these states reported removing reading programs—a total of
six—from their lists because they did not meet Reading First
requirements. According to Education’s Interim Report, an estimated 39
percent of Reading First schools reported adopting a new core reading
brogram at the beginning of the 2004-2005 school year in which they
received their Reading First grant, in contrast with an estimated 16 percent
of non-Reading First Title I'schools,

States used a variety of sources to help them identify and select reading

programs that met Reading First’s criteria. For example, 15 of the 22 states
with state-approved lists reported using the Consumer’s Guide to

e
¥ The Consumer's Guide to Evaluating A Core Reading Program Grades K-3: A Critical
Elements Analysis, or Consumer’s Guide, describes the core reading program concept in
the following way: “A core reading program is the primary instructional tool that teachers
use to teach children to learn to read and ensure they reach reading levels that meet or
exceed grade-level standards. The core brogram. . . should serve as the primary reading
brogran for the school and the expectation is that al) teachers within and between the
primary grades will use the core reading program as the base of reading instruction. Such
programs may or may not be commercial reading series.”
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Evaluating A Core Reading Program Grades K-3: A Critical Elements
Analysis to make this decision.” Other frequently used resources include
criteria in the state’s application for Reading First, information obtained at
Reading First Leadership Academies® provided by Education, and other
states’ approved lists. Based on responses to our survey, the table below
Summarizes approaches states used to develop their approved lists (see
table 2).

Table 2: Approaches States Used to Develop Their Approved Lists

MMMM
Approaches

Number of states

Conducted review of reading programs using A Consumer's
Guide to Evaluating & Core Reading Program (Kame'enyi &
Simmons) 15

N . . . . < « %“
Conducted review of reading programs using criteria outlined in

your state’s Reading First application 12
Based on information obtained during Reading First Leadership _
Academies 8
Adopted reading programs from another state'’s approved list(s) 7
Used existing textbook adoption list 6
‘Requested a Re MW

Requested a Re_éziing First Technical Assista

of reading programs 3
’ H + -
Based on recommendation from .S, Department of Education

officials 2

Source: GAQ analysis,

Based on our survey results, 25 of the 29 states reporting that they did not
have a list of approved core r ading programs said they provided guidance
for districts and schools to identify core reading programs. Fifteen of these
states reported directing districts and schools to conduct a review of

Deborah C. Simmons and Edward Kame'enui, 4 Consumer's Guide o Evaluating A Coye
Reading Program Grades K-3: A Critical Elements Analysis (University of Oregon: March
2003). http://reading.uoregon.edu/curricula/con _guide.php

“ Education officials sponsored three Reading Leadership Academies in the early part of
2002. The Academies were forums for state education officials (o obtain information and
build their capacity to implement key aspects of the Reading First program, including
reliance on SBRR and professional development,
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States Awarded
Reading First Sub-
Grants to School
Districts Using a
Variety of Different |
Criteria, and Some
States Reported
Difficulties with
Implementation

referring them to the approved lists of other states and reviews conducted
by academic experts.

States varied in how they exercised their flexibility to set additional
eligibility and award criteria as allowed by the Reading First program, and
Some states reported difficulty with implementing key aspects of the
Reading First program while other states did not. In the areas in which
they were given flexibility, states used a variety of criteria for determining
eligibility and in awarding sub-grants to eligible districts, such as awarding
grants to districts that had previously received federal reading dollars,
Education reported that over 3,400 school districts were eligible to apply
for Reading First sub-grants in the states’ first schoo] year of funding **
Of these districts, nearly 2,100 applied for and nearly 1,200 received
Reading First sub-grants in the states’ first school year of funding. In
addition, 22 states reported that it was difficult or very difficult to help
districts with reading scores that had not improved sufficiently. On the
other hand, 28 states reported that it was €asy or very easy to determine
whether districts’ applications met criteria for awarding sub-grants.

States Varied in How they
Exercised Their Flexibility
to Set Additional Schoo]
District Sub-grant
Eligibility and Award
Criteria

States varied in how they exercised their flexibility to set school district
eligibility criteria for sub-grants. The Reading First program provides

grade level, states have flexibility to set eligibility criteria based on the
percentage and/or number of these students within districts. While 34
states reported electing to base eligibility on a bercentage of schools with
students reading below grade level, 18 states reported electing to base
eligibility on a number of students reading below grade level.* After
applying eligibility criteria, Education reported that states determined that
over 3,400 school districts were eligible to apply for Reading First sub-

* The first school year of funding varied across states. Twenty-five states received their
first year of funding in the 2002-2003 school year. Twenty-five states received their first
year of funding in the 2003-2004 school year,

23 . . . . «
“Two states were excluded from our analysis because of data mnconsistencies. See
appendix [ for additional inforraation about methodology.

*The total number of states does not add to 51 because 1 state reported that its district
eligibility included both a percentage figure as well as the number of schools.
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grants for states’ first school year of funding, or about 20 percent of all
school districts nationwide. However, the percentage of eligible districts
varied greatly across the states, ranging from about 3 to 93 percent.

Of those districts eligible to apply, 62 percent, or nearly 2,100 districts, did
S0, as summarized in figure 3 below. States reported a variety of reasons
why eligible school districts did not apply such as the preseriptive nature
of the program, differences in educational philosophy, and inadequate
resources for the application process. For example, officials from a few
states reported that some districts did not have the capacity to write the
grant application. An official from one state reported that some districts
did not have the time and the staff to complete the sub-grant process.
Furthermore, an official from another state reported that the application
process was too lengthy and time-consuming to complete.

Nineteen states reported in our survey that they exercised flexibility in
establishing priorities when awarding Reading First sub-grants. States set
a variety of additional priorities for awarding grants to school districts.
For instance, six states reported that they gave priority to districts that
already had other grants, such as Early Reading First grants,” or indicated
that they could somehow use their Reading First funds in combination
with other resources to maximize the number of students reading at grade
level. In contrast, two states gave priority to districts that had not received
other grant funding. In addition, two states gave priority to districts based
on the population of Native Americans or students with limited English
proficiency. After applying selection criteria, states awarded Reading First
sub-grants to about 34 bercent or nearly 1,200 school districts for states’
first school year of funding. This represented about 56 percent of the 2,100
eligible districts that applied and nearly 7 percent of all school districts
nationwide for states’ first school year of funding (see fig. 3).

*The No Child Left Behind Act of 200] added two new reading programs to the
Elementary and Secondary Education Act, Reading First and Early Reading First, Early
Reading First provides support to local efforts to enhance the early language, literacy, and
pre-reading development of preschool-age children, particularly those from low-income
families, through strategies and professional development that are based on scientifically
based reading research.
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Figure 3: All School Districts Nationwide That Were Eligible for, That Applied for,
and Were Awarded Reading First Sub-grants in the First School Year of Funding

—— Eligible Reading First Districts
(20% of all districts nationwide)

—  Eligibie that applied for Reading First sub-grants
(12% of all districts nationwide)

Eligible Districts awarded Reading First sub-grants
(7% of all districts nationwide)

Source: GAQ analysis based on U .S, Department of Education data.

Some States Reported

Difficulty Implementing

Key Aspects of the
Program

Some states reported difficulty in implementing key aspects of the Reading
First program., Twenty-two states reported that it was either difficult or
very difficult to help districts with reading scores that had not improved
sufficiently.” Officials from one state said that this was difficult because jt

some difficulty in mmproving selected reading skills of students with
limited English proficiency, which are concentrated in pockets around the
State. Seventeen states reported that it was either difficult or very difficult
to assess how districts applied SBRR in choosing their reading program,
Finally, seven states reported difficulty implementing four or more of six
key program aspects listed in our survey and shown in figure 4. Officials

from one of these states told us that the difficulty with implementation

MMWM
* States develop their own performance thresholds for districts to meet and develop
policies for how to handle those districtg with results that are below these thresholds.
When monitoring participating districts, states must determine whether funding should
continue or whether districts should be dropped from the program. Sixteen states reported
dropping at least one district that was initially awarded g sub-grant. There were a variety of
reasons that a state dropped a district, including districts not showing progress, non-
compliance with state requirements, or a shift in reading philosophy.
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Number of states
50

40

Determining
whether districts'
applications
met the agreed
upon criteria to
receive funding

Program aspects

On the other hand, states reported ease Implementing other key aspects,
In particular, 28 states reported that it was €asy or very easy to determine
whether districts’ applications met criteria for awarding sub-grants. For
example, states are required to determine whether districts will adhere to
the key components of the program, such as developing a professional
development program or using reading assessments to gauge performance,
Several states we interviewed Suggested that it was easy to make this
determination because some of the Reading First requirements were
already in place in their states before Reading First was implemented. For
example, some state officials we interviewed mentioned using reading

train teachers on the state’s reading brogram. Twenty-four states reported
that it was €asy or very easy to identify reading programs based on SBRR.

Identifying
reading programs
based on
scientificaty-
based reading
research

22 22
Creating Using Assessing how Helping districts
professional reading districts applied with reading scores
development assessment principles of that have not
curricula scientifically-based improved

reading research sufficiently

| Easy/very easy
Neither easy nor difficult
i

Difficulttvery difficuli

Source: GAD analysis,
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Education Provided
Wide Range of
Guidance, Assistance,
and Oversight,
Generally Satisfying
State Officials, but
Education Lacked
Controls to Guard
against Mandating or
Endorsing Curricula
and Did Not Provide
Written Monitoring
Procedures

Education officials provided states a wide variety of guidance, assistance,
and oversight, but Education lacked written procedures to guide jts
interactions with the states and provided limited information on its
monitoring procedures. Education’s guidance and assistance included
written guidance, preparatory workshops, feedback during the application
process, and feedback from monitoring visits. Additionally, guidance and
assistance were provided by Education’s contractors, including the
regional technical assistance centers. For the most part, state officials
characterized the guidance and assistance they received from Education
officials and contractors, especially the regional technical assistance
centers, as being helpful or very helpful, and many also reported relying on
the expertise of Reading First officials in other states. However, Education
lacked controls to ensure that its officials did not endorse or otherwise
mandate or direct states to adopt particular reading curricula. For
example, according to state officials, Education officials and contractors
made suggestions to some states to adopt or eliminate certain reading

of states in responding to monitoring findings.

Education Provided a Wide
Range of Guidance and
Assistance

Education provided a variety of written and informal guidance and
assistance to states to help them brepare their applications. For example,
three months after the enactment of NCLBA in January 2002, Education
issued two key pieces of written guidance to states pertaining to the
Reading First brogram and grant application process: the Guidance for the
Reading First Program and Criteria for Review of State Applications.
Education officials also sponsored three Reading Leadership Academies in

officials to obtain information and build their capacity to implement key
aspects of the Reading First program, including professional development
and the application of SBRR. Education contracted with RMC Research
Corporation to provide technical assistance to states related to the grant
application process. States reported seeking guidance from RMC on
various aspects of the Reading First application, in particular the use of
instructional assessments (17 states) and instructional strategies and
brograms (14 states). Throughout the application process, both Education
and RMC officials were available to address states’ questions. In particular,
Education officials brovided feedback to statesg on the results of expert
review panel evaluations of their applications. Consequently, a large
number of states reported that Education required them to address issues
in their applications, most commonly related to the use of instructional
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assessments (33 states) and instructional strategies and programs (25
states). See figure 5 for issues raised about state applications. Forty-eight
states reported that they needed to modify their application at least once,
and 27 reported modifying them three or more times,

Figure 5: Issues Education Raised About States’ Reading First Applications

Number of states
40

35

30

25

20

15

10

Issues

Source: GAQ analysis.

Once grants were awarded, Education continued to provide assistance and
contracted with RMC Research to oversee three regional TACs to help
states implement Reading First. RMC established three TACs affiliated
with state university centers in Florida, Texas, and Oregon, which RMC
and TAC officials told us were selected based on their expertise in one or
more areas central to the success of the Reading First program, such as
professional development or reading assessment. Each technical
assistance center was responsible for providing comprehensive support to
each of the states in its geographic region (see fig. 6). States reported that
they looked to these centers for guidance on a variety of issues, especially
creating professional development criteria, using reading assessments, and
helping districts with reading scores that had not improved sufficiently.
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According to TAC staff, some of the most common requests they receive
pertain to the use and interpretation of assessment data and use of

Reading Coaches. TAC staff also told us that they catalog recurring issues
or problems.

Figure 6: Geographic Regions for Reading First Regional Technical Assistance Centers

* Location of regional technical assistant center

[:] Eastern region

| Central region

Western region

Sources: U.S. Department of Education.
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requirements of Reading First. Staff from the TAC emphasized that in
reviewing these reading programs, they used the criteria in each state’s

approved
First requirements. Officials in one state explained that while the

Type

Final Guidance for the Wiritter guidance
. Reading First Program and
Criteria for Review of State

Applications

Reading Leadership
Academies

Workshops

RMC Research technical Technical assistance

assistance providers

Regional Reading First
Technical Assistance Centers

Technical assistance

State plan as the criteria for determining compliance with

Time frame
Application process

Purpose

Interpreting the provisions of NCLBA authorizing
the Reading First program and providing guidance
on the criteria review panel members would be
using in evaluating states’ applications,

Helping states master key features of the Reading  Application process
First program, in particular the application of SBRR

in classroom ang professional development

activities,

Providing technical assistance to states including Application process

training in SBRR.

Providing guidance to states about conducting their fmplementation process
district sub-grant competitions, delivering training,

assistance, and related materials in response to

requests from state-level Reading First officials,

and training including annual workshops for states,

¥ Source: GAQ analysis.
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During the application and implementation phases of the Reading First
brogram, many states came to rely on other unofficial sources of guidance,
including other states’ Reading First officials, in addition to the written
guidance provided by Education. For example, as noted earlier, among the
22 states that had an approved list of reading programs for Reading First
districts, 15 reported using A Consumer’s Guide to Evaluating a Core
Reading Program to assist them in reviewing potential reading programs.
In addition, officials from 21 states reported that other states’ Reading
First Coordinators provided great or very great help during the Reading
First state grant application process. Further, a number of state officials
reported using the information from other states’ websites, such as
approved reading programs, to help inform their own decisions pertaining
to the selection of reading programs. One state official explained, “With
our limited infrastructure and dollars, we were never able to muster the
resources needed to run an in-house programs review,” and further that,
“It worked well for us to use the programs and materials review results
from larger states that ran rigorous review processes.” Another state
official reported that the state did not feel equipped to apply the principles
of SBRR in evaluating reading programs and responded by comparing one
state’s review and subsequent list of reading programs to those of a few
other states to make Jjudgments about allowable programs.
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States Were Generally
Satisfied with the
Guidance and Assistance
Available to Them

Most states reported making use of and being satisfied with the primary
sources of guidance available to them over the course of the Reading First
application and Implementation processes, For example, 46 states
reported making use of the two key pieces of Education’s written guidance
in preparing their Reading First applications, A majority of states also

example, over 40 states reported that the guidance related to the definition
of sub-grant eligibility and selection criteria for awarding sub-grants
helped them adequately address these areas in their application. However,
officials in eight states reported that the guidance on the use of
instructional assessments did not provide them with the information
needed to adequately address this area. (See fig. 7.)
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Figure 7: States’ Assessment of Whether Written Guidance Provided Information
Needed to Adequately Address Application Components

Number of states
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Application or implementation component
[j Number of states reporting guidance was adequate to address application component

Number of states reporting guidance was not adequate to address application component

Source: GAO analysis.

Overall, most state officials were also satisfied with the level of assistance
they received from Education staff and their contractors in addressing
issues related to the Reading First application and implementation
processes. For example, state officials in 39 states reported that Education
staff were of great or very great help during the application or
implementation process. Additionally, officials from 48 states reported
that Education officials were helpful or very helpful in addressing states’
implementation-related questions, which frequently dealt with using
reading assessments and helping districts with reading scores that had not
improved sufficiently. A number of state officials reported to us that they
appreciated the guidance and attention they received from Reading First
officials at Education. For example, one state Reading First Coordinator
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reported, “the U.S. Department of Education personnel have been
wonderful through the process of implementing Reading First. I can’t say
enough about how accessible and supportive their assistance has been.”
Another state official remarked that the state’s efforts to make reading
improvements “would have been impossible without their [Education
officials and contractors] guidance and support.” Even officials from one
state who had a disagreement with Education over its suggestion to
eliminate a certain reading program characterized most of the guidance
they received from Reading First officials as “excellent.” However, one
state official reported feeling that the technical assistance workshops have
served as conduits for Education officials to send messages about the
specific reading programs and assessments they prefer. Another state
official reported that, “core brograms and significant progress have not
been defined” and that “SBRR programs are not clearly designated.”

According to responses obtained to our survey, the three TACs also
provided a resource for states seeking advice on issues pertaining to the
implementation of their Reading First programs. Specifically, 41 states
cited the Centers as helpful or very helpful in addressing states’ inquiries
related to the implementation of Reading First. In addition, on a variety of
key implementation components, more state officials reported seeking
information from their regional TACs than they did from Education
officials (see table 4).

Table 4: States’ Reported Sources of Guidance for Key Reading First

Implementation Components

Number of states seeking
guidance or assistance from
Education and the TACs

implementation component Education TACs
Creating professional development criteria 6 41
Identifying reading programs based on SBRR 9 24
Assessing how districts applied principles of SBRR 10 29
Using reading assessrhents 20 40
Helping districts with reading scores that have not

improved sufficiently 12 36

Other implementation issues related to approving
district applications 18 20

Source: GAO analysis.
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Education Lacked Written
Procedures to Guide Its
Interactions with States

We found that Education developed no written guidance, policies, or
procedures to direct or train Education officials or contractors regarding
their interactions with the states. Federal agencies are required under the
Federal Managers’ Financial Integrity Act of 19827 to establish and
maintain internal controls to provide a reasonable assurance that agencies
achieve objectives of effective and efficient operations, reliable financial
reporting, and compliance with applicable laws and regulations.” When
executed effectively, internal controls work to ensure compliance with
applicable laws and regulations by putting in place an effective set of
policies, procedures, and related training. We found that Education had
not developed written guidance or training to guide managers on how to
implement and comply with statutory provisions prohibiting Education
officials from directing or endorsing state and local curricular decisions.
Department officials told us that it was their practice that program
managers should consult the Office of General Counsel if they had
questions regarding interactions with grantees. Reading First officials told
us that it was their approach to approve each state’s method and rationale
for reviewing or selecting reading programs as outlined in each state’s plan
and that state compliance with program requirements, including
adherence to the principles of SBRR, would then be assessed using the
provisions of these plans as the criteria. Similarly, officials from
Education’s contractors responsible for conducting monitoring visits told
us that they were instructed by Education to use state plans as the criteria
for gauging states’ compliance with Reading First reading program
requirements, but that they were provided no formal written guidance or
training. A senior Education attorney who is currently working with
Reading First program officials told us that he was not aware that they had
used this approach and that he felt that the statutory requirements should
also play an important role in the monitoring process. Following the
publication of the IG's report in September, Education’s Office of General
Counsel has provided training to senior management on internal control
requirements and has begun working with the Reading First office to
develop procedures to guide the department's activities,

Despite the statutory prohibition against mandating or endorsing curricula
and the department's stated approach to rely on state plans, and the

“31US.C.§3512 (¢) and (d).
* For more information, see GAO's Standa rds for Internal Control in the Federal

Government, GAO/AIMD-00-21.3.1 (Washington, D.C.: Noveraber 1999), P.L. 97-255 and 31
USC 1105, 1113, and 3512,
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processes articulated in them, to assess compliance, states reported to us
several instances in which Reading First officials or contractors appeared
to intervene to influence their selection of reading programs and
assessments. For example, officials from four states reported receiving
suggestions from Education or its contractors to adopt specific reading
programs or assessments. Specifically, two states reported that it was
suggested that they adopt a particular reading assessment. Similarly,
Education’s first IG report also documented one instance in which
Reading First officials at Education worked in concert with state
consultants to ensure that a particular reading program was included on
that state’s list of approved reading programs.®

In addition, states reported that Education officials or contractors
suggested that they eliminate specific reading programs or assessments
related to Reading First. Specifically, according to our survey results,
officials from 10 states reported receiving suggestions that they eliminate
specific programs or assessments. In some cases, the same program was
cited by officials from more than one state. In one instance, state officials
reported that Education officials alerted them that expert reviewers
objected to a reading program that was under consideration but not
named explicitly in the state’s application. An official from a different state
reported receiving suggestions from Education officials to eliminate a
certain reading program, adding that Education’s Justification was that it
was not aligned with SBRR. In another instance, state officials pointed out
that they had adopted a program that was approved by other states,
according to the procedures in their approved state plan, but were told by
Education officials that it should be removed from their list and that
Education would subsequently take a similar course of action with regard
to those other states as well. Also, Education officials did not always rely
on the criteria found in state plans as the basis for assessing compliance.
We found, for example, one summary letter of findings from a monitoring
report in which Education officials wrote that “Two of the monitored
districts were implementing reading programs that did not appear to be
aligned with scientifically based reading research.” Officials we spoke to in
that state told us that they did not feel that they had been assessed on the
basis of the procedures outlined in the state’s plan, but rather that the
reading program itself was being called into question. The IG also found
that Reading First officials communicated to several states against the use

.

» Department of Education, Office of the Inspector General, The Readi ng First Program’s
Grant Application Process: Final Inspection Report {Washington, D.C.: September 2006).
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of certain reading programs or assessments, including Rigby and Reading
Recovery.

Officials from a few states also reported being contacted by Education
regarding district Reading First applications or reading programs. For
example, officials from four states reported being contacted by an
Education official about a district application under consideration and one
of those states also reported being approached by staff from one of the
regional technical assistance centers or another contractor for the same
reason. Officials from each of these states indicated that the reason they
were contacted stemmed from the reading programs being used by the
districts in question. In a few cases, state officials reported being
contacted by Education officials regarding the state’s acceptance of a
reading program or assessment that was not in compliance with Reading
First. In one instance, state officials reported that Education contacted
them outside of the normal monitoring process after they had obtained
information from a national Reading First database maintained by a non-
profit research organization that districts in the state were using a specific
reading program.

Five states also reported receiving recommendations from Reading First
officials or contractors to change some of the professional development
providers proposed in their original grant applications. When asked about
the specific providers identified for elimination, three of the states
indicated that the providers identified for elimination were in-state
experts. In one case, a state was told that the review panel cited a lack of
detail about the qualifications of the state’s proposed professional
development consultants.

We also found that while Education officials laid out an ambitious plan to
annually monitor every state, they failed to develop written procedures
guiding its monitoring visits. For example, Education did not establish
timelines for submitting final reports to states following monitoring visits,
specifically how and when state officials were expected to follow up with
Education officials regarding findings from the monitoring visits. As a
result, states did not always understand monitoring response procedures,
timelines, and expectations. While we found that most state officials we
spoke with understood that they were to be monitored with the use of
their state plans as the criteria, they did not always understand what was
required of them when responding to monitoring findings. For example,
one state official reported being unaware that the state was supposed to
respond to Education officials about findings from its monitoring report.
An official from another state maintained that he/she was unclear about
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the process the state was to follow to respond to findings, and that no
timeline for responding was provided to him/her. Furthermore, one state
reported that findings were not delivered in a timely manner, and another
state reported that Education did not address the state’s responses to the
monitoring findings. Key aspects of an effective monitoring program
include communicating to individuals responsible for the function any
deficiencies found during the monitoring.

w
Conclusions

The Reading First program, according to state coordinators, has brought
about changes and improvements to the way teachers, administrators, and
other education professionals approach reading instruction for children in
at-risk, low-performing schools during the critical years between
kindergarten and third grade. To assist states in implementing this large,
new federal reading initiative, Education has provided a wide range of
guidance, assistance, and oversight, that, for the most part, states have
found helpful. However, Education failed to develop comprehensive
written guidance and procedures to ensure that its interactions with states
complied with statutory provisions. Specifically, Education lacked an
adequate set of controls to ensure that Reading First's requirements were
followed, while at the same time ensuring that it did not intervene into
state and local curricular decisions. We concur with the Education IG's
recommendations that the Department develop a set of internal
procedures to ensure that federal statutes and regulations are followed
and we feel it is important for the Secretary to follow up on these
recommendations to ensure that they are properly implemented.
Additionally, we feel it is important for the department to have clear
procedures in place to guide departmental officials in their dealings with
state and local officials. While Education’s stated approach was to rely on
state plans as its criteria for enforcing Reading First's requirements, states
reported several instances in which it appears that Education officials did
attempt to direct or endorse state and local curricular decisions. Such
actions would prevent states from exercising their full authority under the
law and would violate current statutory restrictions. Balancing Reading
First’s requirements and the limits placed on the department requires
Education to have clear, explicit, and well-documented procedures to
guide its interactions with the states. Failure to do so places the
department at risk of violating the law and leaves it vulnerable to
allegations of favoritism.

Additionally, while Education’s annual monitoring effort for Reading First

is ambitious, it did not provide clear guidelines and procedures to states.
As aresult, states were not always aware of their roles and responsibilities
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in responding to findings of non-compliance, and Education was not
always consistent in its procedures to follow up with states to resolve
findings and let states know if they had taken proper actions. Key aspects
of an effective monitoring program include transparency and consistency.
Letting all states know in a timely manner whether or not their plans to
address deficiencies are adequate is important to ensure that findings are
dealt with in an appropriate, timely and clear manner.

O S
Recommendations

In addition to addressing the IG’s recommendations to develop internal
(1) policies and procedures to guide program managers on when to solicit
advice from General Counsel and (2) guidance on the prohibitions
imposed by section 103(b) of the DEOA, we recommend that, in order to
ensure that the department complies with statutory prohibitions against
directing, mandating, or endorsing state and local curricular decisions, the
Secretary of Education also establish control procedures to guide
departmental officials and contractors in their interactions with states,
districts, and schools.

In addition, to help the department conduct effective monitoring of the
Reading First program, we recommend that the Secretary of Education
establish and disseminate clear procedures governing the Reading First
monitoring process. In particular, Education should delineate states’ rights
and responsibilities and establish timelines and procedures for addressing
findings.

L T
Agency Comments

We provided a draft of this report to the Department of Education and
received written comments from the agency. In its comments, included as
appendix III of this report, Education agreed with our recommendations
and indicated that it will take actions to address them.

Specifically, Education said it will provide written guidance to all
departmental staff to remind them of the importance of impartiality in
carrying out their duties and not construing program statutes to authorize
the department to mandate, direct, or control curriculum and instruction,
except to the extent authorized by law. On February 7, 2007, the Secretary
of Education issued a memorandum to senior officers reminding them that
it is important to maintain objectivity, fairness, and professionalism when
carrying out their duties. The Secretary’s memorandum also erphasizes
the importance of adhering to the statutory prohibitions against
mandating, directing, and controlling curriculum and instruction, and
strongly encourages managers to consult with Education’s Office of
General Counsel early on to identify and resolve potential legal issues.
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Also, according to Education’s written comments on our draft report and
the Secretary’s February 7, 2007, memorandum to senior officers, annual
training will be required on internal controls and this training will address
statutory prohibitions against mandating, directing or controlling local
curriculum and instruction decisions.

Regarding its monitoring process for Reading First, in its comments,
Education said that it will develop and disseminate guidelines to states
outlining the goals and purposes of its monitoring efforts, revise the
monitoring protocols, and develop timelines and procedures on states’
rights and responsibilities for addressing monitoring findings. Education
also included in its response a summary of its actions and planned actions
to address recommendations from the department’s Office of Inspector
General’s recent report on the implementation of the Reading First
program.

As agreed with your offices, unless you publicly announce its contents
earlier, we plan no further distribution of this report until 30 days after its
issue date. At that time, we will send copies of this report to appropriate
congressional committees, the Secretary of Education, and other
interested parties. Copies will also be made available upon request. In
addition, the report will be available at no charge on GAO’s Web site at
http://www.gao.gov. If you or your staff have any questions about the
report, please contact me at (202) 512-7215. Contact points for our Offices
of Congressional Relations and Public Affairs may be found on the last
page of this report. GAO staff who made major contributions to this report
are listed in appendix IV.

Comrnlln 7.

Cornelia M. Ashby
Director, Education, Workforce, and
Income Security Issues
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Appendix I: Objectives, Scope, and

Methodology

Our objective was to answer the following questions: (1) What changes
have occurred to reading instruction since the inception of Reading First?
(2) What criteria have states used to award Reading First sub-grants to
districts, and what, if any, difficulty did states face in implementing the
program? (3) What guidance, assistance, and oversight did Education
provide states related to the Reading First program? To answer these
questions, we collected both qualitative and quantitative information about
the Reading First program from a variety of sources. We conducted a Web-
based survey of the Reading First Directors in all 50 states and the District
of Columbia. We also obtained and analyzed data from the Department of
Education for each state on Reading First districts’ eligibility, applications
and awards for states’ first school year of funding. The first school year of
funding varied across states. Twenty-five states received their first year of
funding in the 2002-2003 school year. Twenty-five states received their first
year of funding in the 2003-2004 school year. To assess the reliability of
this data, we talked to agency officials about data quality control
procedures and reviewed relevant documentation. We excluded two states
because of reporting inconsistencies, but determined that the data for the
other states were sufficiently reliable for the purposes of this report. We
also conducted semi-structured follow-up interviews with Reading First
Directors in 12 states, mostly over the telephone. We conducted site visits
to 4 of the 12 states. During the site visits, we met with state officials, local
program administrators, and state-level technical assistance providers, as
well as school officials from individual schools, including teachers,
principals, and Reading First coaches. In identifying local sub-grant
recipients to meet with in each state, we sought to incorporate the
perspectives of urban, rural, and suburban school districts. We selected
the 12 states to have diversity in a variety of factors, including geographic
distribution, grant size, poverty rate, percentage of students reading at or
below grade level, urban and rural distinctions, the presence of a
statewide list of approved reading programs, and whether states had
reported that they received guidance from Education officials advocating
for or against particular reading programs or assessments. For both the
survey and follow-up interviews, to encourage candid responses, we
promised to provide confidentiality. As a result, state survey responses
will be provided primarily in summary form or credited to unnamed states,
and the states selected for follow-up interviews will not be specifically
identified. Furthermore, in order to adequately protect state identities, we
are unable to provide the names of particular reading programs or
assessments Education officials or contractors suggested a state use or
not use. We did not attempt to verify allegations made by state or local
officials in their survey responses or during interviews or otherwise make
any factual findings about Education’s conduct.
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Survey of States

We also visited or talked with administrators from each of the three
regional Reading First Technical Assistance Centers, located in Florida,
Texas and Oregon, as well as RMC Research, the federal contractor tasked
with administering the contract with the technical assistance centers. We
also interviewed several publishers and other providers of reading
curricula and assessients, to obtain their views about changes Reading
First has prompted in States, districts, and schools. We chose these
providers to reflect the perspectives of large, commercial reading texthbook
brograms that are widely represented nationwide on states’ lists of
approved programs, as well as some other selected providers of reading
curricula, including some that have filed complaints related to Reading
First. We also interviewed Education officials about the implementation of
the Reading First program.

To obtain a better understanding of state program structure, as well as the
nature of interactions between Education officials and state grantees, we
reviewed state grant files, monitoring reports, and related correspondence
for the 12 states where we conducted follow-up interviews. In addition, we
reviewed NCLBA language authorizing Reading First, as well as statements
of work articulating the responsibilities of the regional technical
assistance centers and the contractor tasked with providing assistance to
states in conducting local sub-grant competitions. We conducted our work
from December 2005 through January 2007 in accordance with generally
accepted government auditing standards.

To better understand state implementation of the Reading First program,
we designed and administered a Web-based survey of the Reading First
Directors in all 50 states and the District of Columbia. The survey was
conducted between June and July 2006 with 100 percent of state Reading
First Directors responding. The survey included questions about
curriculum; professional development; and state Reading First grant
eligibility, application, award, and implementation processes. The survey
contained both closed- and open-ended questions. For the open-ended
questions, we used content analysis to classify and code the responses
from the states such as the publishers on states’ approved lists. We had
two people independently code the material, then reconciled any
differences in coding. Because this was not g sample survey, there are no
sampling errors. However, the practical difficulties of conducting any
survey may introduce nonsampling errors, such as variations in how
respondents interpret questions and their willingness to offer accurate
responses. We took steps to minimize nonsampling errors, including pre-
testing draft instruments and using a Web-based administration system.
Specifically, during survey development, we pre-tested draft instruments
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with one expert reviewer and Reading First Directors in four states during
April and May 2006. In the pre-tests, we were generally interested in the
clarity of the questions and the flow and layout of the survey. For example,
we wanted to ensure definitions used in the survey were clear and known
to the respondents, categories provided in closed-ended questions were
complete and exclusive, and the ordering of survey sections and the
questions within each section was appropriate. On the basis of the pre-
tests, the Web instrument underwent some slight revisions. A second step
we took to minimize nonsampling errors was using a Web-based survey.
By allowing respondents to enter their responses directly into an
electronic instrument, this method automatically created a record for each
respondent in a data file and eliminated the need for and the errors (and
costs) associated with a manual data entry process. To further minimize
errors, programs used to analyze the survey data were independently
verified to ensure the accuracy of this work.
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Types

Reading First Assessment Requirements and Descriptions

« Reading programs under Reading First must include rigorous assessments with proven validity and reliability,

+ Assessments must measure progress in the five essential components of reading instruction and identify students who may be at
risk for reading failure or who are already experiencing reading difficulty.

+ Reading programs under Reading First must include screening assessments, diagnostic assessments, and classroom-based
instructional assessments of progress.

Assessment type Description

Screening Determine which children are at risk for reading difficulty and need
additional support

Diagnostic Provide more in-depth information on students’ skills and
instructional needs; forms the basis of intervention strategies

Classroom-based instructional assessments of progress Determine whether students are making progress and/or need

more support to achieve grade-level reading outcomes

Source: GAC analysis based on Education guidance.
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UNITED STATES DEPARTMENT OF EDUCATION

THE DEPUTY SECRETARY

January 30, 2007

Ms. Cornelia M. Ashby
Director
Education, Workforce,

and Income Security Issues
Government Accountability Office
441 G Street, NW
Washington, DC 20548

Dear Ms. Ashby:

fam writing in response to your request for comments on the Government Accountability
Office (GAQ) draft report (GAO-07-161), dated February 2007, and cntitled “Reading
First: States Report Improvements in Reading Instruction, but Additional Procedures
Would Clarify Education’s Role in Ensuring Proper Implementation by States.” |
appreciate the opportunity to comment on the draft report and provide further information
on our activities to ensure that every student can read at grade level or above by the end
of grade 3.

Your report acknowledges the changes to and improvements in reading instruction that
States indicated are occurring as a result of Reading First's support for scientifically
based reading instruction, assessments, and professional development. According to the
Department’s Reading First Implemeniation Evaluation: Interim Report, a large
percentage of Reading First teachers report using assessment results for a varicty of
purposes: to determine progress on skills (85 percent). to organize instructional groups
(83 percent), and to identify students who need reading intervention services (75 percent).
The report indicates that all 50 States and the District of Columbia were surveyed and
that 69 percent of these jurisdictions reported great or very great improvement in rcading
instruction since the inception of Reading First. One of the key factors behind this
reportod improvement is the incorporation of the five integral components of reading -
phonemic awareness, phonics, vocabulary development, reading flucney, and reading
comprehension ~ into the curriculum. Furthermore, a number of State and local officials
indicated that the uses of assessments changed after Reading First began, especially in the
way that teachers use data from assessments to inform reading instruction. In addition,
all of the States reported improvements in professional development, with more than 80
percent reporting that professional development for reading teachers improved greatly or
very greatly.

Your report also demonstrates that States were satisfied with the forms of guidance and
technical assistance they received during the application and implementation process for
the Reading First program. In addition, nearly every State reported that the Departmental

400 MARYLAND AVE , SW., WASHINGTON, 0.C. 20202-050C
www . ed gov

Crr musston s to ensure equal access to education and w promote educanonal excellence throughout the Nabon,
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staff and technical assistance centers were helpful or very helpful in addressing the
States’ implementation issues.

As your report notes, the Department’s Office of Inspector General (OIG) found, in a
recent Inspection Repont, that there were some serious problems in the Department’s
initial implementation of the Reading First statute. Although the Department did not
agree with all of the OIG’s findings, the Department has acted quickly to implement the
specific recommendations in the OIG report. Enclosed with this letter is a chart that
details the actions that the Department has taken in response to the Inspection Report.

Your draft report contains two specific recommendations that complenient the
recommendations in the OIG’s Inspection Report. The GAQ recommendations, and our
responses, are as follows:

GAO Recommendation 1. Jn addition (0 addressing the IG's recommendations to
develop internal (1) policies and procedures to guide program managers on when to
solicit advice from General Counsel and (2) guidance on prohibitions imposed by section
3403(b) of the DEQA, we recommend thar, in order (o ensure that the department
complies with starutory prohibitions against directing, mandating or endorsing state and
local curricular decisions, the Secretary of Education also establish control procedures
to guide depurtmental officials and contractors in their interactions with siates, districts,
and schools.

Department’s Response. The Department agrees with this recommendation. We will
provide written guidance in the near future to all Departmental staff reminding them of
the importance of impartiality in the performance of their duties and of not construing
program statutes to authorize the Department to mandate, direct, or control curriculum
and instruction, except to the extent authorized by law. Integrity, objectivity, and
professionalism are critical to ensuring effective program operations and maintaining the
public’s confidence in our operation of the Department’s programs.

We will also require all Department staff to have annual training on the standards for
internal controls, similar to existing annual training requirements for ethics and for
computer security, so that our systems, processes, and behaviors provide strengthened
assurance of professional responsibility and full compliance with laws and regulations, as
well as effective and efficient operations. The training will address provisions relating to
curriculum and instruction, and will incorporate the following general standards for
internal controls, each of which applies to the programmatic, compliance, and financial
aspects of the Department’s operations —

+ Establishing and maintaining a “control environment” that sets a positive and
supportive attitude toward internal control and conscientious management;

¢ Using risk assessment from both external and internal sources;

¢ Employing proper control activities to help ensure that management directives are
implemented;
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¢ Providing information and fostering communication that is relevant, reliable, and
timely; and

» Employing effective monitoring techniques at all levels to assess the quality of
performance over time. :

GAOQ Recommendation 2. Jn addition, to help the department conduct effective
monitoring of the Reading First program, we recommend that the Secretary of Education
establish and disseminate clear procedures governing the Reading First monitoring
process. In particular, Education should delineate states ' rights and responsibilities and
establish timelines and procedures for addressing findings.

Department’s Response. The Department agrees with this recommendation, We have
initiated discussions of monitoring issues at a recent meeting with State Reading First
Directors and staff from American Institutes for Research (AIR), the contractor that
conducts monitoring of Reading First for the Department, The Department will be
developing and disseminating guidelines on the goals and purposcs of State and district
monitoring, revising the monitoring protocols, and developing timelines and procedures
on States’ rights and responsibilities for addressing monitoring findings. We will better
coordinate our activities with States so that their responsibilities to monitor local Reading
First implementation are reinforced by Departmental monitoring. A second meeting to
implement these actions in coordination with States, AIR, and the Reading First technical
assistance contractor is planned for early May 2007,

We appreciate the opportunity to provide our comments and to describe our actions and
plans. Please let me know if you need additional information regarding the
implementation or administration of the Reading First program.

Sincerely,

R2m0nd Simon

Enclosure
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STATUS REPORT ON ACTIONS TAKEN TC RESPOND

TO OIG INSPECTION REPORT ON READING FIRST'S GRANT APPLICATION PROCESS

February 7, 2007

Secondary Education (OESE) related to program management or
and other program offices that administration, and provide the Secretary with advice should be requested from OGC, and
address when legal advice will any recommendations for further sengthening | steps to ensure that curniculum is not

be solicited from the Office of the | those areas.

General Counsel (OGC) and
how discussions between OGC
and the program staff will be
resolved o ensure that
programs are managed in
compiiance wilh applicable laws
and regulstions.

IG recommendations to the Planned Action Steps Addressing Draft Action Steps Completion
Assistant Secretary for the Inspection Report R d dates
Office of Elementary and

Secondary Education (OESE):

1) Develop internal management | Afler consulting with OGC, sach Principat - An official of the Office of the General 10/18/06
policies and procedures for the Officer in the Department will discuss with their Counsel {OGC) made presentations aad and 117706
Office of Elementary and FESpRClive Drogram managers any concems provided written materials 1o Department

officials on internal controls, when togal

directed, controlled, or endorsed consistent
with the Department of Education
Organization Act and the General Education
Provisions Act.

- The presentations were made at a mesting
with Chiefs of Staff of each Department
office on October 18, and with sanior
officers of each office on November 7.

- Each official agreed to have discussions
with their program managers about
concams with program management and
administration and to provide
fecommendations from the discussions,

GAO-07-161 Reading First
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1G recommendations to the Planned Action Steps Addressing Draft Action Steps Completion
Assistant Secretary for the inspection Report R dati dates
Office of Elementary snd

Secondary Education (OESE):

2} In consuitation with OGC, Staff from the Grants Policy and Oversight Staff | - Guidance was issued io program 020707

evaluate OESE's processes for
assessing potential conflict of
interest questions, when a panel
review process is used, and
make those improvements
necessary o strengthen the
processes.

and

the Office of the General Counsel will:

Review and expand the protocal for
reviewing potential conflicts of interest
when the Department uses outside review
panels, to include both formuta and
discretionary grant panels; and

Develop a protocol for the handling of
reviaw panel evaluations to improve
transparency and communication in the
application and review process. For
example, if summaries are mads of panel
comments that are o be provided 10
applicants, the protocol at a minimum
should call for copies of those summardies
1o be provided o review panels when the
sumimaries are sent to applicants. n
addition, staff will consider whether the
protocol should provide a draft of
summaries to review panels for commants
bafore they are sent to applicants.

managers on the use of peer review panels
i Jormula grant programs.

- Patterned after the Discretionary Grants

Handbook, the guidancs is designed 1o heip !

program offices aveid conflicts of interest,
and help ensure a fair, impartial, objective,
and transparent peer review process.

GAQ-07-161 Reading First
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G recommendations to the
Assistant Secretary for the
Office of Elernentary and
Becondary Education {OESE);

v.n::aa»nao:mﬂ.vo ?uu..ﬁnﬁ:mcan
I >n Report R dations

Agtion Steps

Completion
dates

3) Review all Reading First
ications to i

By December 31, 2006, Department staff will

whather all critaria for funding
have been met.

somplete 2 review of all Reading First
applications approved by the Department to
determine whether all applications ware
approved consistent with applicable
requirements, and whether amendments will be
necessary. A protocol would be developed for
the review of the applications.

- In October, the program office with help
from 3 cross-Dapartmental team prepared a
protocol for reviewing all State application
files, wiuch was shased in draft with OIG
and OGC.

- The program office reviewed ait approved
State applications and determined which
ones st ait of the proper criteria for
funding, which application files needed
further documantation to demonstrate that,
and which may not have been approved in
accordance with all proper critenia.

- On December 28, 2008, the program office
prepared 2 memo summarizing the protess
and the rasuils of the State-by-State review
and developed a chart outlining in greater
detail what was found for each State.

- As a result of the completed review, some
additional work on a few States’ applications
will be needed to complete work to ensure
and document that all States' applications
meet all criteria.

12/29/06

4} Review the management and
staff structure of the Reading
First program office and make
changes, as appropriate, to
ensure that the program is

The lsadership of the Reading First program
has been reassigned, and new leadership is in
ptace within the Office of Elementary ang
Secondary Education so that the program can
be more closely managed.

- A new program director was named in
September of 2006, and he has worked with
a cross-Departrment téam and new staff
assignied 10 the program on the pending
program matters.

9/08
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G recommendations to the,
Assistant Secretary for the
Office of Elementary and

Secondary Education (OESE):

managed and implemented
consistent with the statutory
requirements of NCLB.

Planned Action Steps Addressing Draft Action Steps Compiletion
inspection Report R it dates
The new prograrn director will direct the new - On September 29, 2006, Assistant 0111607
team o individually contact each of the State Secretary Johnson sent a letter to each
Reading First Direclors to discuss progress to State asking for their input on any concermns
date and any concems or questions they may or questions they may have in moving
have in moving forward with the Reading First forward with the Reading First program.
program. - The new program director and his staff

held three conference calis with State

officials on Reading First issues.

- Program staff contacted ali States that did

not respond to the September 28, 2006

lettes.
The new program director also will direct the The new program dinector with the 110807

new tsam to send a notice to each contractor to
emphasize the importance of providing
objective, impartial technical assi e and
other support in their work.

assistanics of the director of the Conlracts
Office and OGC drafted 3 letier that was
sent to each Reading First contractor ta
emphasize the imponance of providing
objective, impartial techinical assistance and
other support in their work,
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15 recommendations to the Planned Action Stops Addressing Draft Action Steps Completion
Assistant Secretary for the inspection Report R dates
Office of Elementary and
Secondary Education {OESE):
5} Request that OGC develop OGC and OESE will prepare a memorandum to | In addition 1o the presentations outiined in Q210707
guidance for OESE on the alf Department program managers reminding point 1) above, the Secretary issued 3
prohibitions imposed by them of the importance of impartiality In the memorandum on thess topics to all program
muaou@ of the Departinent of performance of their duties, and the importance | managers in the Department
Education Organization Act. M— Kﬂ“ﬂﬂu .o‘v.z S.N.cﬂﬂ WB@BS and owBE Hl:o new pr m dire QM« of the mmﬂ ding ‘
g - irst program, atong with representatives o
macnunoﬂ. WMN.QN s )ﬂﬁ%@@ﬁ@rﬁwﬁﬁ the Office of Inspector General, and the 01/30/07
inchuding the prohibitions against controlling ang | OTfice of the General Counsel gave 2
directing curriculum and instruction. That presentation on lessons lsamed, internal
rmer Jum will also emphasize the 8248? m_,.a steps to ensure that
importance of early consultation with our Office %ﬁ&ci s not %mﬂm:aw_”:%% um_“_. oF .
of the General Counsel on legal issues, orsed consistent partment o
including matters of legal ambiguity o mn:om§ Organization Act and the Generat
interpratation of statutes and regulations, as Education Provisions Act 1o State and local
weil as the need to adhere 1o the w%ﬁ% representatives at the annual Confsrencs of
ived from our legal counsel. National Title | State Directors.
8) When similar new initiatives An intra-Department group will be apponted. An intra-Department group was appointed in | 11/15/06

are approved by Congress, rely
upon an intemal advisory
committee, which includes
representatives from other
OESE programs, OGC, and the
Depariment’s Risk Management
Team, 1o provide feedback on

November with representatives from 0GC,
and other program offices in the
Department. The members met as a group
in team mestings on November 8 and
November 13. This group is assisting the
Reading First program and is prepared to
assist with sirmilar new inftiatives.

7} Rely upon the internal
advisory committes 1o
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[ e
1G recommendations to the

Planned Action Steps Addressing Draft Action Steps Completion
Assistant Secretary for the Inspection Report Recor dati dates
Office of Elementary and
mono:aud.. Education {OESE): !
. 7 !
2 Determine whether | 8y October 1, 2006, the Department wilt be - On September 28, 2006, Assistant 9/29-30/06 J

the implementation of
Reading First harmed
the Federal interest and
what course of action is
required to resolve any
issues identified; and

sending a letter 1o the State Reading First
Directors that will provide an opportunity for any
State 1o notily the Department if it has concems
about the expert paned process used in 2002
and 2003 1o make reconvnendations io then.
Secretary Paige regarding their State's
application.

Secretury Johnson sent a letter to each
State asking for their input on any concerns
or questions they may have in moving
forward with the Reading First program.

- The new program director and his staff
held three conference calls with State
officials on Reading First issues.

- Program staff contacled all States that did
not respond to the Septermber 29, letier.
The program stafl is analyzing the States’
responses

1) Staff from a cross-Department team
will review publidy disseminated

the Reading First program to ensure
that they are acturate and impartial. if
there is inappropriate matenal in the
guidance, make appropriste changes.

guidance and other materiats related to

The Cross-Departmentat team is reviewing | 3/30/07
the guidance to determine i changes should
be made to the guidance.

2} The program divestor will aiso have
this team help guide the future
managsment of the Reading First
program and the implementation of
programe under the Elementary and

Setondary Education Act after jts
scheduled resuthornization,

The new program director has inyolved the Beginning
Gross-Departmental team in administrative 11/15/06
and management issues regarding Reading
First.
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b. Ensure that future OGC in conjunction with GCFO and other OGC, in conjunction with OCFO, the 8/30/07 ang
programs, including appropriate offices will provide annuai training program office. and the intra-Department succeeding
other programs for on the standasds for intemal controls, similac to | group, is preparing and will provide training years

which the Department
is considering using
Reading Firstas a
model, have internal
controls in place 1o

exisling annual training féquirements for ethics

and for computer security, so that our sysiems,

processes, and behaviors provide strengtheneg
assurance of professional responsibility and fulf
compliance with laws and regulations, as well

on the standards for intemal controls, and
the statutory prohibitions against controling
and directing curriculum and instruction;
they will incorporate into the training the five
standards for internal controls, sach of

pravent similar as sffactive and efficient operations (ang whith apply 1o the programmatic,
problems from reliability of financial reporting, which is a major compliance, and financial aspects of the
ocourring. control category not at issus o this report). The | Department's operations.

tralning will address the statutory prohibitions
distussed above against contraiting and
directing curriculum and instruction, and will
ncorporate the five standards for internat
control, each of which apply to the
programmatic, compliance, and financiat
aspects of the Department’s operations —

*  Control Enwitonment that sets a pasitive
and supportive attitude toward intemat
contiol and conscientious management:

¢ Risk Assessment from both external and
intermal sources;

«  Control Activities o help ensure that
management directives are implemented;

+ information and Communication that is
relevant, reliable, and timety; and

*  Monitoring o assess the quality of
performance over time.

GAOQ-07-161 Reading First

Page 51




GAQ-07-161 Reading First

G d to the P d Action Steps Addressing Draft Action Steps Compiletion
Assistant Secretary for the inspection Report R d dates
Office of Elementary and

Secondary Education (DESE):

8) Convene a discussion group Program officials will discuss Reading First Program officials discussed Reading First H22/67 and
with a broad range of State and | issues as part of the reauthorization process as | issues as part of the reauthorization process | 3/1/07

iocal education representatives part of the meetings scheduled in January and as pant of the meetings with State program

to discuss issues with Reading will determine if further discussions would be directors in January and will determine if

First as part of the helpful. further discussions would be helpful.

reauthorization process.

Appendix 1II: Comments from the Department

of Education

FINDINGS OF THE OIG INSPECTION REPORT ON READING FIRST’S GRANT APPLICATION PROCESS

FINDING 1A —~ The Department Did Not Select the Experi Review Panel in Compliance With the Requirements of NCLB

FINDING 1B — While Not Reguired to Screen for Conflicts of Interest, the Screening Process the Depariment Created Was Not
Effective

FINDING 2A - The Department Did Not Follow its Own Guidance For the Peer Review Process
FINDING 2B ~ The Department Awarded Grants to States Without Documentation That the Subpanels Approved All Criteria

FINDING 3 ~ The Department Included Requirerments in the Criteria Used by the Expert Review Panels That Were Not Specifically
Addressed in NCLB

FINDING 4 - In implementing the Reading First Program, Department Officials Obscured the Statutory Requirements of the ESEA;
Acted in Contravention of the GAC Standards for Interal Control in the Federal Government, and Took Actions
That Call Into Question Whether They Violated the Prohibitions Included in the DEOA
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